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Recalling my yearsat Neil McNeil hasbecome more of a
challenge with the passing
of each retirement year;
however, the odd occa-
sion emerges triggering a
journey into times past. 
One such incident occurred recently on
the opening day of the school year: for
some unknown reason, I happened to be in
familiar territory just north of the school
when I caught a glimpse of three neatly
attired Neilers, known in September to be
‘niners’. Definitely newcomers, for there, a
solid kilometre from the school on this hot
humid afternoon, these boys were still in
full uniform: white shirt, sweater vest and
ties to the collar. No seasoned Neiler, I
thought, would ever have the tie on that far
from school. At any rate, the signature re-
minded me of many an opening day when
large groups of new students, clad in their
new maroon blazer, would gather nervous-
ly outside my office window awaiting the
call to their first school assembly. For years
I witnessed their anxiety yet marveled at
how quickly they became part of the school
community. For most, Neil would become
more than just a place of learning; in some
cases, it would be their home away from
home for at least four years. Such was the
case for me for 24 memorable years.
For three decades, I was proud to be
part of Neil, the first Catholic high school
in Toronto East End, and have many fond
memories of my days there. Throughout
the years, the setting for what I call my
many ‘collectable moments’ varied from
my first floor classroom to a dimly lit
hockey arena in Scarborough; eventually
from my guidance office to the gym and
lastly from the principal’s desk to wherever
students gathered. Each of these venues
provided a true sense of enjoyment; more
often than not, these settings get revisited
when I cross paths with many of the for-
mer students. To this day, what such meet-
ings reveal of those glory days at Neil never
cease to amaze.
While the past seems to fade with each
passing year, one key highlight remains fix-
ated and, surprisingly as it may seem, it
took place far from the corner of Victoria
Park and Kingston Road. On the occasion
of note, I accompanied two former princi-
pals, Fathers FitzGerald and Fleming, on a
journey to Edmonton and there attended a
gala that was to celebrate Father Michael
Troy’s 75th birthday. That night, in the
city’s largest hotel, hundreds of his friends
and admirers gathered in a capacity filled
ballroom to pay tribute to the man who was
Neil’s first principal. Truly it was a night to
remember as numerous speakers recalled
with great respect what the man had meant
to them as well as to the communities in
which he served. As Neil’s current principal
at the time, I had the privilege of bringing
greetings from our staff and students, as
well as presenting to the school’s founder a
plaque acknowledging his valued contribu-
tion to those early years at Neil. To this day,
the honour remains indelibly recorded in
my memory bank.
The evening prior to the main event was
equally special for me as I found myself
seated in residence with a group of Spiri-
tans who had come also from various parts
to join in Father Troy’s celebration. There,
amidst much laughter, and without doubt
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John Rowland
On June 24, 1971
John Rowland died.
He was a simple
man. He believed
that honesty is bet-
ter than dishonesty,
that justice is better
than injustice, that order is better
then disorder, that duty is better
than irresponsibility, that courage is
better than cowardice. John not only
believed in these virtues — he also
lived by these standards. In his mem-
ory, Neil McNeil hosts the annual
John Rowland Memorial Games.
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The Teacher Coach
My topic is coaches. Not any coach, but
that special group apart — the teacher
coach. Apart, not by reason of long hours
spent on a soggy field in the November
gloom, or greeting the cold January dawn
in a pre-school practice. Apart not by rea-
son of spoiled dinners or of understanding
but understandably anxious wives, but by
reason of a unique relationship forged in
the maelstrom of the sporting arena, of
happy victory and bitter defeat. 
All good coaches establish relation-
ships with their players. The teacher-
coach takes the relationship to a higher
plain. The teacher-coach sees beyond the
imaginative quarterback or hesitating
defenseman to the brilliant math student
or the slow French learner.
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a little embellishment at times, each priest took his turn recounting his
time spent at Neil. Lots of laughter filled the room that night as many a
good time was documented: nary a complaint surfaced about the lack of 
a residence, the limited funding available back then, or the demanding
teaching schedule each had to carry out. As the night unfolded, the Spiritan
Way of ‘one mind, one heart’ took on new meaning for me and I felt quite
honored to be the person The Holy Ghost Fathers would call on to be their
first lay principal of the school.
In the autumn of ’93 I ventured forth to Pope John Paul Secondary
School leaving behind a host of lasting friendships. As expected, I left with
mixed emotions but did look forward to
the challenge of leading a school of 1550
pupils. I left with a sense of confidence as I
had served as vice principal with three
veterans I admired greatly: Fathers Geary,
FitzGerald and Fleming. What I had
learned working side by side with these
men far exceeded what one would find in
any Principal Handbook: daily I had wit-
nessed a Spiritan vision that stressed not
only the importance of serving and caring
for all student needs, as well as acknowledg-
ing the gifts of each fellow staff member,
but also a vision that raised each student’s
awareness to the needs of others both at
home and in the Third World countries. 
Those Neil days would serve me well
over the next three years in my environs
and in my final four years at Francis Liber-
mann High School, a place rooted in The
Spiritan Way. There I would finish my
career in a school founded by Father Geary,
the same man who hired me for a teaching
position at Neil in the Spring of 1970.
Finally the wheel had come full circle and
with it many cherished moments. ■
★★★★★ AL BAIGENT
In 1981 a new member arrived on staff. Al Baigent was hired by Peter Morris, the
Department Head, as teacher of Physical Education and coach of Track and Field.
Little did Peter know what an impact Al would have on the school, its students
and its athletic program.
Al took over as Department Head and Athletic Director when Peter retired in
1988. He transferred to the Guidance Department in 2001.
During his years on staff, Neil McNeil has established an outstanding record in
the areas of track, field and cross-country. Its name has become synonymous with
excellence in track and field.
From the time of John Rowland through the eras of Vic Cassis, Peter Morris, 
Al and Tony Fiorino, the Physical Education Department has always maintained
high standards. From its first student athletes who attained national standards — 
Ed Hearn and Mike Nash — until the present day, a steady stream of talented,
well-trained athletes has received University scholarships in Canada and the U.S.
Al Baigent keeps the school’s name in the public eye by coordinating the
annual Rowland Games, started thirty five years ago by Vic Cassis in honour of his
predecessor John Rowland. The meet this year on April 26 attracted 1,600 entries.
Held in Etobicoke Stadium, sponsored by Nike, it is the biggest one-day high
school meet in North America. Al is proud that John Rowland’s great grandson
competed in track this year. 
The 1,600 T-shirts, which will be seen at all athletic events this summer and
fall, ensure that John himself is not forgotten.
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